The average age at marriage among women in Peninsular Malaysia has risen dramatically from 18.5 years in 1947 to 22.3 years in 1970 (based on census data calculations of the "singulate mean age at marriage"). This paper examines the socioeconomic determinants of the average age at first marriage among women age 25-44 in 1966-1967 who were interviewed in a cross-sectional fertility survey of currently married women in Peninsular Malaysia. Substantial differentials in age at first marriage are associated with ethnicity, years of formal schooling, and premarital work experience, while lesser differences are observed /or social and geographic origins. Ethnic differences in age at first marriage remain wide even after statistically controlling,fvr other socioeconomic background variables. A life-cycle model of the effects of social background variables on age at first marriage is estimated using dummy variable regression analysis. Post-primary schooling and working before marriage are the strongest variables that delay age at first marriage. These patterns are common to all ethnic communities. As more women participate in higher education and in employment, age at first marriage will probably be further delayed.
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There are relatively few empirical generalizations about the social and economic determinants of age at marriage. It is generally believed that rural tradition fosters early marriage, while urbanization and other forces of modernization lead to marriage postponement. Extant data, however, have not always shown this to be true. The most obvious anomaly is the "Western European marriage pattern," which indicates that prior to the Industrial Revolution, women commonly married in their mid-to late twenties (Gaskin, 1978; Hajnal, 1965 little evidence which shows homogeneity in the patterns or trends in the timing of nuptiality among less developed non-Western societies.
As Dixon (1971) and others (Mitchell, 1971; Lesthaeghe, 1974; Salaff, 1976) have noted, there are a variety of institutional factors, both at the societal and familial level, that influence marital patterns. Among such factors are the relative numbers of eligible single men and women at the appropriate ages, the familial structure in which young couples may be supported through the extended household, and the relative status of single women, including their opportunities for higher education and paid employment. While these factors are undoubtedly important, the specification of the key determinants in any single society may vary considerably. Moreover, factors which may be important at a single point in time may not be those which account for trends over a period of time. A brief look at variations in age at first marriage and in the proportions marrying in younger age groups within the same region shows the tremendous diversity that needs to be explained.
In recent decades there has been a general rise in the average age at first marriage in Asia, though the initial age levels and rate of change have varied considerably from country to country. Table 1 presents the proportions of women who first married at ages 15-19 and 20-24, as well as the "singulate mean age at marriage" (for discussion of the "singulate mean age at marriage" and method of computation, see Hajnal, 1953; Shryock, and Seigel, 1973:295) (World Bank, 1976:498 (Hirschman, 1975 Table 2 ). These data also allow for the estimation of the "singulate mean age at marriage" figures (Hajnal, 1953; Shryock and Seigel, 1973: 295 (Hirschman and Femandez, 1978 Board, 1968 .) The survey has also been the source of a number of analyses of Malaysian fertility and other studies (Palmore, 1969; Palmore and Ariffin, 1969; Palmore, Klein, and Ariffin, 1970; Palmore, Hirsch, and Ariffin, 1971; Hirschman, 1975 short, it appears that ethnicity (with the exIt is obvious that most of the ethnic difception of post-primary education) is a much ferences in age at first marriage are not due to more significant variable in affecting age at differences in social background as measured first marriage than any of the structural van-by these variables. Perhaps other structural ables considered in this study, variables that more directly explain the difOne final test of the relative effects of ferential exposure to "modernizing" influethnicity and social background characteris-ences or household-economic structures tics is presented in Table 5 , which shows each would further reduce the ethnic differentials variable's gross and net effects, i.e. control-in age at first marriage. But others might ling for the additive effects of all other van-argue that the basic differences are rooted in ables in the same regression equation. Effects cultural factors tied to religion and value are expressed as deviations from the grand orientations on the appropriate roles for mean of 17.54 years old at first marriage. The young women. The question is one of great net ethnic coefficients in Table 5 show the significance, yet we are unable to resolve it ethnic differences after statistically holding with the data at hand. constant ethnic variations in father's occupation, place of residence prior to marriage, Figure 1 shows the paths of influence of social background on age at first marriage.
Each variable is assumed to have a causal impact on all variables to its right (arrows are omitted for the sake of clarity). The first variables in the model are those of ethnicity, socioeconomic and spatial origins. Since ethnicity is so closely linked with the other variables, we use it as a control variable, running separate models for Malays, Chinese and Indians. Socioeconomic and spatial origins are indexed by father's occupation and type of place of longest residence before marriage, respectively. These variables are posited to affect age at first marriage directly and indirectly through the intervening variables, educational attainment and premarital work experience. Educational attainment is posited to have a causal impact on marriage postponement, net of the social origin variables. It seems likely that because part of the effect of education is learned job skills or acquired aspirations, educational attainment could feasibly result in delayed marriage. Thus, both direct and indirect effects of education are hypothesized here. Work experience prior to marriage is also expected to delay marriage, net of the other variables in the model.
The statistical method of analysis is dummy variable regression or multiple classification analysis, with separate models being run for each of the three stages of the model. The results are presented in Table 6 Less than 10 percent of the Malaysian women in this sample have advanced beyond primary schooling. But for the small share who did, marriage has been postponed for several years beyond those who had no schooling or only a primary education. The effects of education on marital postponement are largely independent of social background and subsequent work experience. Although our data are unable to test such a hypothesis, we would posit that the recent expansion of educational opportunity in Malaysia has been largely responsible for the trend towards a later age at first marriage. Work prior to marriage has a positive effect on marital postponement of about one to one-and-a-half years, depending on the ethnic community. The effect of work experience is completely independent of social background and education.
The models used in this analysis represent only the beginnings of a comprehensive analysis of age at marriage in Malaysia. With only 7 to 15 percent of the variance explained, there is considerable room for further identification of the social and economic determinants of age at first marriage in Malaysia and elsewhere.
